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America is facing an economic crisis greater than any since the Great Depression. We are seeing the effects in every town, city and state in America, and North Florida is no different. Many leaders in Washington and economists believe that this unprecedented crisis calls for bold and swift action.

Last year, Congress tried to stimulate the economy in a number of ways and in a more piecemeal fashion. For example, Congress passed the extension of unemployment benefits; we sent Americans stimulus checks; and we injected money into the private sector through the financial rescue package.

One could argue that not all of these efforts were successful, and our economic problems have become more serious recently. That is why I believe we have to be smart about what we include in the stimulus package that is currently being considered in Congress.

Before the House floor vote last week, and as someone who has been advocating for balanced budgets for 12 years, I was not sure how I could reconcile the bill's massive amount of deficit spending with my belief that not paying for our priorities is a large part of what caused this economic mess.

However, I understand the seriousness of our economic situation, and I resolved that I could support a stimulus package that met certain criteria.

Alice M. Rivlin, an economist and the first director of the Congressional Budget Office, laid out this criteria in her testimony before the House Budget Committee on Jan. 27, saying that "the United States economy depends very heavily on budget policy-makers' ability to focus on two seemingly contradictory imperatives at the same time: the immediate need to take actions which will mitigate the impact of the recession and help the economy recover . . . and the equally urgent need to take actions that will restore fiscal responsibility.

I stress two sets of actions because I do not believe it will be sufficient to pay lip service to the long run challenge, while acting only on deficit-increasing responses to the current financial and economic crisis."

Economists, such as Rivlin, have said that massive spending may be necessary provided that it is targeted and temporary and can move quickly enough to create jobs and stimulate the economy. There are also those who insist that we must cut taxes to provide relief to American families so they will spend more.

On the spending side, a stimulus package should focus on initiatives that the federal government is supposed to perform, such as infrastructure spending and incentives for renewable energy.
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Also, economists all agree that we cannot sustain the level of spending proposed in the stimulus package over the long run, so I want to have more confidence that each provision is temporary, targeted, timely and truly stimulative.

David Walker, the former Comptroller General of the United States and head of the Government Accountability Office, echoed this sentiment on Jan. 27, when he spoke about the stimulus package saying, "There's no question there are a number of items on the table that do not meet the timely, targeted and temporary criteria for true stimulus spending."

Spend it quickly

On the tax side, I want to see a stimulus package that gets money into the hands of the people who are going to spend it. The tax relief should be in the form of transfer payments, so that consumers can spend it quickly, and should not deteriorate the revenue base, which is critical to an effective government, by enacting cuts that will be hard to repeal.

The stimulus package also should include incentives for businesses to grow and a strategic way forward that fosters an innovative business environment and leads to job creation. As a businessman, I feel that many of the tax provisions in the stimulus package considered in the House do not meet these requirements.

Additionally, the stimulus package must lay out a framework including a commitment to strong budget enforcement tools and a path to balanced budgets. The bill considered in the House last week does not do this. We have to look beyond our short-term problems, otherwise we are begging for this kind of economic crisis to loom again and again in the future.

For all of these reasons, I was not able to support the stimulus package that came before the House last week. The Senate is expected to take up its version of a stimulus package this week, and I remain hopeful that the bill that ultimately becomes law will include smarter spending, more stimulative tax provisions, and a commitment from Congressional leaders to clean up the federal budget.

While the stimulus package may not end up looking like I want it to look, I am confident in our new president who is charged with cleaning up this economic and fiscal mess. President Obama has been meeting with Republicans in Congress, and I believe he is working with goodwill across the aisle to make positive changes. He knows that the problems we face are substantial, and one party alone cannot fix them. I also believe he agrees with me that our leaders cannot keep selling the notion that we don't have to pay for the things we do as a community.

Under President Obama's leadership, I am encouraged that this economic downturn will result in a renewed interest in Washington to clean up the federal budget and address our long-term fiscal challenges. We must do so for the health of our economy and the strength of our country.
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